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Abstract 
Over the past two decades, social enterprises have played a key role in the development of emerging economies. Apart from 
being providers of employment opportunities for vulnerable groups, they are often important initiators of lasting projects, 
providing a series of services that normally should have been offered by the government. Although social economy is given 
an increasingly greater attention in literature, the impact of this specific sector to the development of tourism has not been 
deeply researched, thus remaining largely unknown. To this aim, the article will discuss the relationship between social 
economy and tourism. Apart from providing a literature review regarding social economy, its vehicles and their impact on 
tourism, the paper includes a research using secondary data, collected from external sources: statistical data indicating the 
development of the social economy sector and the record of the number of tourists in all the development regions of 
Romania. The results indicate that the regions registering the largest number of associations and foundations active in the 
field of tourism have recorded a positive evolution in the number of tourist arrivals. The research can be further developed 
in a more complex study, addressing professionals in this specific economy sector. 
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1. Introduction 
 
Social entrepreneurship refers to a specific type of “doing business” in a sustainable manner, pursuing both 
social and economic wealth. The attention given to social economy and social entrepreneurship is growing, 
with some scholars even affirming that these economic sectors are the only ones that support a sustainable 
development of the labor market. Unfortunately, this type of entrepreneurship still tends to be viewed not as a 
financially viable entrepreneurial activity, but as a ‘by charity/for charity’ venture. Starting from this basis, the 
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paper aims to investigate whether social enterprises have a positive influence on the development of tourism, 
considered to be one of the most important drivers for socio-economic progress (UNWTO, 2014). The article 
presents a review of the dimensions and impact of social economy, offering relevant insights on the impact of 
social entrepreneurship on tourism development. The first part of the paper consists of a literature review with a 
discussion on social economy and its relationship with tourism. The second part of the article is dedicated to a 
research using secondary data, collected from external sources: statistical data indicating the development of 
the social economy sector and the record of the number of tourists in all the development regions of Romania. 
Several conclusions have been drawn. 
 
 
2. A theoretical approach to social economy and the social dimensions of tourism 
 
The emergence and development of social economy and social entrepreneurship exerts a powerful impact 
that translates into better employment opportunities for vulnerable groups, focus on community development, 
better access to public and private services, as well as development incentives for small-scale actors operating 
in various fields, including tourism.  
 
1.1. Social economy 
 
Social economy has no universally accepted definition. The present economic and social problems have 
contributed to the emergence of a new economic sector - social economy - that has captured the attention of 
researchers, economics and politicians. One of the main drivers to this increasing attention is the fact that social 
economy manages to integrate vulnerable and disadvantaged persons on an increasingly competitive labor 
market (Asiminei, 2012). Although academics have not reached a consensus yet on the meaning of social 
economy, this concept is usually defined as an economic activity that focuses on the social well-being of 
communities and marginalized individuals, without being under the influence of individual or political interests 
and without guiding itself accordingly to the logic of the business environment (Cace et al., 2011). The Charter 
of Social Economy - France (1980, cited in the Ministry of Labour, Family and Social Protection, 2010) 
highlights the democratic nature of work in the social economy sector, emphasizing the importance of equality 
in what concerns both the rights and obligations of social enterprises’ members. The Valon Council (1990, 
cited in cited in the Ministry of Labour, Family and Social Protection, 2010) developed one of the widely 
accepted definitions of social economy, indicating the core principles social enterprises should respect: 
community and not profit driven, independent management, democratic decision-making process, focus on 
individuals. 
One of the most comprehensive definitions states that social economy includes organizations such as 
cooperatives, mutual societies, associations and foundations from all social and economic sectors, characterized 
by specific social aims and a “distinctive form of entrepreneurship” (European Standing Conference on Co-
operatives, Mutual Societies, Associations and Foundations, 2002, cited in Grijpstra et al., 2011). A resolution 
regarding the social economy adopted by the European Parliament (2009) acknowledges the key role that social 
economy plays in EU’s economy, as it generates profit through solidarity actions, creates quality jobs for 
vulnerable individuals, contributes to the development of social, economic and regional cohesion, generates 
social capital, encourages active citizenship and solidarity by focusing on individuals, sustainable development 
and innovation (be it social, technological or environmental). 
A term closely related to social economy is social entrepreneurship, defined as “the creation of viable 
socioeconomic structures, relations, institutions, organizations and practices that yield and sustain social 
benefits” (Fowler, 2000 cited in Mair and Noboa, 2003). Social entrepreneurship brings social economy closer 
to the business environment as it encompasses organizations aimed at solving various social issues, while 
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generating real economic benefits for their members and stakeholders. The vehicle of social entrepreneurship is 
the social enterprise. Although a simple term, social enterprise seems to have a complex range of meanings: 
any organization that generates earned income for public use; nonprofits that utilize efficient business metrics; 
a form of entrepreneurship that generates innovative solutions to social problems (Trexler, 2008); a business 
that has mainly social objectives and that reinvests its profits in the business in order to keep helping the 
community or directly in the community, not focusing on distributing the wealth to shareholders or owners 
(DTI, 2002, cited in Bull and Crompton, 2006). A social enterprise can be defined by a number of features 
(SEC, 2003, cited in Hines, 2005): participates at producing goods or providing services to a market; has an 
exact social purpose such as job creation, training or the provision of local services; profits gained are mainly 
reinvested in order to continue to pursue their social purposes; independent organizations whose management 
and ownership systems are usually based on participation by stakeholders groups. Social enterprises represent 2 
million organizations and offer employment for over 11 million individuals; they are present all economic 
sectors, from agriculture and crafts to banking, insurance, commercial services, health and social services etc. 
(European Commission, 2014). The importance of social economy and social enterprises is also based on the 
fact that this sector is strongly related to local development. Bouchard (2013) stresses that social economy, a 
hybrid of the market economy and the public economy, is concerned with communities abandoned by 
“dominant” forms of development. Social economy plays a key role in the local development process by 
(Galliano, n.d.): being a labor intensive sector; meeting local needs; reducing local disparities in service 
provision; access to goods/services and job opportunities. Social enterprises produce benefits to society by 
lowering the real economic costs linked to unemployment and by fostering local identity - building trust in 
communities and increasing ‘civil engagement’ (Galliano, n.d.).   
 
1.2. Social economy and tourism: linkages and perspectives       
 
Tourism is, without a doubt, one of the most important forces shaping the world (Cohen&Kenedy, 2000, 
cited in Desbiolles, 2006). Tourism has a significant environmental, social and human impact (Argandona, 
2010). Tourism impact was given great attention in literature, as the industry has both positive and negative 
impacts. Tourism is currently seen as an instrument of development (Gee, Choy and Makens, 1989, cited in 
Haley, Snaith and Miller, 2005) and a part of its economic impact can become groundwork for further progress 
(Cohen, 1972, cited in Haley, Snaith and Miller, 2005). As tourism is recognized as a driver of economic 
progress, small enterprises development has been acknowledged as a sustainable path to economic 
independency, community empowerment and capacity building (Echtner, 1995; Manyara and Jones, 2007, 
cited in Zhao, Ritchie and Echtner, 2011). Wood (2008) suggests that if the members of a community develop 
businesses in the field of tourism that respect social economy principles, they will cover their costs and exert an 
increasingly positive social and environmental impact. Social entrepreneurship in tourism can exert a 
sustainable impact by contributing to the combat of poverty and the conservation of the environment (Wood, 
2008). Bennett et al. (2010) suggest that social economy could contribute to the development of tourism in 3 
different ways: by creating a locally focused community development office and body, by forming a tourism 
cooperative and, last but not least, by creating a community development trust fund. NGOs active in tourism-
related fields, as components of the social economy sector, manage to have a positive impact in local 
communities. This type of organizations can be involved in the provision of consultancy services in designing 
campaigns, investment projects, or gaining public support for a series of particular causes (Kalisch, 2001, cited 
in Simpson, 2008). In order to obtain lasting benefits for local communities, the importance of NGOs should be 
acknowledged by constantly involving them in tourism related projects (Jamal and Gets, 1995; Murphy, 1998, 
cited in Simpson, 2008). Also, it was found that NGOs are essential to the development of civil responsibility, 
offering consultancy services and helping to build associations for mutual benefit (Jepson, 2005, cited in 
Simpson, 2008).  
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Furthermore, the Global Partnership for Sustainable Tourism (GPST, 2012) recognizes that due to their 
expertise, NGOs accomplish a great deal in promoting sustainable practices in the tourism industry, despite 
their limited finances and capacity, by: explaining the complex nature of the tourism industry; educating 
tourists to change their consumption patterns and support practices that are environmental friendly and support 
local communities; providing pre- and post-project screening for sustainability; attracting the needed funds to 
support projects; identifying, disseminating and encouraging the replication of best practices; monitoring 
tourism development, policymaking, industry initiatives and the reactions of local people to tourism 
development. The impact of social economy on the development of community based tourism (CBT) was also 
considered in literature. Social economy can contribute to the development of CBT by supporting organizations 
whose main purpose would be the defense of destinations’ interests. In addition, social enterprises can assist the 
development of rural CBT by delivering tourism services and products. Social-economy entities can also be 
used in the management, ownership and operation of publicly owned tourism attractions and resources. One of 
the biggest advantages of using social enterprises in supporting CBT is the fact that traditional sources of 
financial capital are not being used, the community no longer being in the position of losing any economic 
benefits. However, it must be said that the implementation of social economy in the development of CBT also 
meets challenges (Johnson, 2010). 
Research on the connection between the tourism industry and social economy is in its beginning. This paper 
aims to discover a correlation between the expansion of the social economy sector in Romania’s development 
regions and the number of tourist arrivals in the respective regions.      
 
2. Social entrepreneurship in Romania 
 
In the last decade numerous social entrepreneurial organizations have been created in Romania. They 
operate in a variety of economic sectors, including tourism. The sector's development prompted the issue of a 
law regulating social economy and its vehicles, which at the time being is yet to be adopted by the Romanian 
Parliament. According to the law project, cooperative societies, associations and foundations, as well as mutual 
societies for employees and retired persons are considered social enterprises. The statute of “social enterprise” 
is however dependent on obtaining a certificate issued by local public employment agencies – certificate which 
acknowledges the organization’s contribution to social economy (Ministry of Labor, Family and Social 
Protection, 2013). This law also provides a definition for “social insertion enterprises” as a distinct category of 
social enterprises that reinvests at least 50 per cent of its annual profit; furthermore, at least 30 per cent of the 
employees working in a social insertion enterprise belong to socially vulnerable groups (Ministry of Labor, 
Family and Social Protection, 2013).  
The Social Economy Atlas published by the Institute of Social Economy in Romania (Barna, 2014) indicates 
that non-governmental organizations – associations and foundations, co-operatives and mutual societies - are 
the most frequent social entrepreneurial organizations in Romania. Although there were over 80.000 non-
governmental organizations registered at the Romanian Ministry of Justice in 2012, only approximately 39.000 
are active (Barna, 2014). According to Lambru and Vame܈u (2010), an active NGO is an organisation that 
compiles its annual balance sheet and registers it at the financial administration. Of these active NGOs, 85 per 
cent are associations and foundations (33.670), followed by cooperatives (2.228), mutual societies (2.767), 
unions and federations (141). Another 682 organizations are private businesses owned and operated by social 
economy organizations, whose profit is reinvested in social causes (Barna, 2014). Associations and foundations 
(Table 1) are more visible in the regions characterized by a higher overall development level (Bucharest-Ilfov, 
Centre, North-West), while most cooperatives and mutual societies are concentrated in areas where the gross 
income is lower (North-East). At the time being, statistical data regarding social entrepreneurial organizations’ 
contribution to economic development in Romania remains little known.  
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Table 1. The distribution of social economy organizations in Romania, per development regions 
 
Active social 
economy 
organisations 
Associations 
and 
foundations 
Cooperatives and 
mutual societies 
Total income of active 
social economy 
organisations 
No. of employees in 
active social economy 
organisations 
North-East (N-E) 4.493 3.604 889 1.138.374 13.941
South-East (S-E) 3.449 2.758 691 959.240 11.531
South (S) 3.749 2.992 757 1.156.547 11.778
Bucharest & Ilfov  6.275 6.005 270 2.722.183 23.732
South-West (S-W) 2.986 2.449 537 613.601 7.798
Centre 7.254 6.509 745 1.333.341 16.558
West (W) 3.723 3.316 407 910.362 11.533
North-West (N-W) 6.736 6.037 699 1.261.874 16.862
Total 38.665 33.670 4.995 10.095.522 113.733 
Source: Social Economy Atlas (Barna, 2014)  
 
The Social Economy Atlas (Barna, 2014) shows that, in 2012, 4058 associations and foundations were 
economically active (functioning as providers of market and non-market services) and that over 2.200 were 
market service providers, registering receipts of approximately 1.9 million lei. Of the 33.670 active associations 
and foundations, 2.040 were involved in 2012 in activities concerning tourism and local development, as 
opposed to 1.685 in 2011 and 1.387 in 2010 (Barna, 2014). Thus, the involvement of social enterprises in 
tourism development follows an increasing trend. Social economy also exerts influence on the tourism industry 
through social enterprises that are active in fields complementary to tourism: sports and recreation (6.115 
associations and foundations in 2012), culture (3.713), and environment (989) (Barna, 2014). According to 
Lambru and Vame܈u (2010), environmental organisations pose a significant importance to tourism since they 
are increasingly involved in reducing the negative impact of tourism and promoting sustainable types of 
tourism, such as eco-tourism. The impact of social entrepreneurship on tourism development is induced 
through various means. On one hand, social enterprises enhance employment and contribute to the 
development of local human resources through the organisations of training programmes in occupations such as 
hotel receptionist, travel agent, travel guide, guesthouse manager. Social enterprises have also been actively 
involved in introducing a certification system for eco-tourism destinations, managing natural protected areas, 
developing routes for ecotourism and cyclotourism, implementing projects for the rehabilitation and promotion 
of the natural and cultural heritage, with numerous social enterprises benefitting from external financing from 
structural funds or the European Economic Area (Lambru and Vame܈u, 2010). Thus, social enterprises may 
indeed have an impact role on tourism development, although a much comprehensive analysis of the growth in 
tourist arrivals and receipts is necessary in order to estimate the magnitude of this impact.  
 
3. Research methodology 
 
The purpose of this paper was to research whether the social economy sector exerts an impact on the 
Romanian tourism industry. To this aim, a quantitative research has been conducted based on data regarding 
the number and distribution of social enterprises, and the number and distribution of tourist arrivals in 
Romania. In order to establish the existence of a correlation between the number of social enterprises and the 
yearly number of arrivals in Romanian accommodation units, we will proceed to compute the Spearman rank 
correlation coefficients between two pairs of variable series: the share of social entrepreneurial organizations 
active in tourism and tourism-related fields (culture, environment, sports and recreation) in the total number of 
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social enterprises, and the number of tourist arrivals in Romania, per development regions (1); and the share of 
social entrepreneurial organizations active in tourism and tourism-related fields (culture, environment, sports 
and recreation) in the total number of social enterprises and the number of foreign tourist arrivals in Romania, 
per development regions (2). To this aim, each value from the abovementioned series of variables will be 
awarded a rank from 1 to 8, where 1 indicates the highest value and 8 the lowest. The rank correlation 
coefficient will be computed as: 
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di represents the difference between the ranks of the two series of variables and n represents the total number of 
variables in the series. A correlation coefficient close to 1 will show that social entrepreneurial organisations 
play a key role in the tourism industry’s development, indicating that the degree to which a destination is 
attractive to potential tourists does not only depend on public policies that explicitly target tourism, but also on 
policies and strategies which facilitate social responsibility, both in the private as well as in the 
nongovernmental sector.  
 
 
4. Results and discussion: a quantitative analysis of the impact exerted by social enterprises on the 
Romanian tourism industry’s development 
 
The Social Economy Atlas indicates the number of active associations and foundations in Romania, per 
development region, as well as the share of foundations and associations operating in tourism and in tourism-
related fields. A strong correlation is visible between the number and distribution of social enterprises which 
are active in tourism (tourism and development) and complementary fields (culture, environment, sports and 
recreation) and the number and distribution of tourist arrivals in Romania (Table 2).  
As shown by Table 2, the regions that concentrate the highest number of associations and foundations 
operating in tourism and complementary fields are also characterised by a positive evolution of the number of 
tourist arrivals in the period 2009-2013. For example, the Centre development region - the region with the 
largest number of tourism associations and foundations in Romania incurred in 2013 the largest number of 
tourist arrivals in accommodation facilities, exceeding the South-East Region (which encompasses the sea-side 
resorts at the Black Sea Coast) by more than 690.000 tourists. Not surprisingly, the regions with the least 
associations and foundations operating in tourism and complementary fields (South-West, South) also 
registered the lowest number of arrivals in accommodation units in 2013. The distribution of foreign tourists 
per development regions also coincides with that of the total number of arrivals, with few exceptions. Thus, as 
business tourism is the most frequently practiced type of tourism in Bucharest, the Bucharest-Ilfov region is the 
Romanian destination registering the highest number of foreign tourist arrivals. Other development regions 
incurring a large number of foreign tourist arrivals are the Centre, North-West and West regions. As these are 
also the regions with the highest share of social enterprises active in tourism and complementary fields, we may 
conclude that there is a positive correlation between the distribution of social enterprises and the spatial 
distribution of foreign tourist flows in Romania. So as to confirm the existence of a correlation between the 
studied variables, the Spearman correlation coefficient will be computed. As the rank correlation coefficient 
computed between the distribution of associations and foundations operating in tourism and tourism-related 
fields and the distribution of the total number of tourist arrivals in Romania, per development regions takes a 
value of 0.761, we may conclude that social entrepreneurial organisations do exert a positive and strong impact 
on tourism development in Romania. The Spearman correlation coefficient is even higher (0.857) when taking 
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into consideration the number of foreign tourist arrivals in Romania, which suggests an even stronger impact. 
 
Table 2. The number of arrivals in accommodation units in Romania, per development region (2009-2013) and the number of social 
enterprises operating in tourism and complementary fields, per development regions (2012) 
 
Year/Dev. Reg. N-E W S-E Centre N-W S-W S Bucharest-Ilfov 
2009 
T.T.A 656501 575118 1157087 1072785 732474 366114 591251 989805
F.T.A 73010 119542 86106 213258 114540 18337 78816 572071
2010 
T.T.A. 620961 542801 1044043 1126887 702838 337102 572912 1125213
F.T.A. 68879 116359 78552 228067 124683 16614 82329 630860
2011 
T.T.A. 696188 639657 1134824 1435771 799304 426845 616401 1282616
F.T.A. 86756 132798 90451 269349 143634 27536 86668 679507 
2012 
T.T.A. 740577 674981 1263278 1654856 852523 454676 692810 1352788
F.T.A. 89171 146176 108635 296600 149478 46490 97392 722494
2013 
T.T.A. 756006 684383 1166418 1859853 899370 460026 679360 1437737
F.T.A.. 93774 140709 96223 321044 148986 44319 93558 778742
% of A&F in tourism and 
development 14,1 7,7 7,9 22,8 15 8,4 10,6 13,5 
% of A&F in culture 9,8 8,4 5,8 22,4 19,3 5,3 6 23 
% of A&F in environment  11,4 7,6 9,2 19,9 14,4 7,4 7,8 22,3 
% of A&F in sports and 
recreation 9,8 11 8,8 21 17,4 6,7 9,4 15,9 
Total % of A&F in tourism 
and complementary fields 45,1 34,7 31,7 86,1 66,1 27,8 33,8 74,7 
Source: https://statistici.insse.ro/shop/ ; Social Economy Atlas (Barna, 2014) 
*T.T.A.: total tourist arrivals; F.T.A.: foreign tourist arrivals; ** A&F: active associations and foundations 
 
The implications of the correlation are significant: public policies facilitating the development of the non-
governmental and social entrepreneurial sector are capable of stimulating tourism development and ultimately 
an increase in the number of tourist arrivals, both domestic and foreign. If properly regulated, social 
entrepreneurship may become a source of sustainable competitive advantage in tourism, enhancing the 
competitiveness of regions that are willing to support the development of social entrepreneurial organizations.  
 
 
Conclusions 
 
To conclude with, the values of the correlation coefficient indicate that social economy had indeed become 
a driving factor of tourism development in Romania. Although the development of social entrepreneurial 
initiatives in Romania may not be the only factor influencing the evolution of tourist arrivals, our results do 
offer a starting point for further research into the factors which ensure the long term survival and success of 
tourist destinations. The extent to which social enterprises and other private actors with an interest in social 
issues contribute to the organisation and promotion of cultural events and local traditions, the creation and 
assertion of destination brands still remains unknown. However, the obtained results lead us to believe that our 
research initiative will most likely continue with other studies on the means through which social responsibility 
and social economy exert a positive impact on the sustainable development of tourist destinations.  
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